Existential Questions Raised in Never Let Me Go by Mahinthan, Sarah et al.
  
Existential Questions Raised in Never Let 
Me Go: 
An analysis of the central themes through a 
philosophical perspective 
 
 
 
Written by: Sarah Mahinthan, Isolde Nicolaysen, Alice 
Rita Olsen & Inga Dóra Thórarinsdóttír 
 
HIB Fall 2008 
November 27, 2008 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Table of Contents 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Problem Formulation & Methodology………………………...………1 
Cardinal Question & Sub-Questions…………………..……………..1 
Delimitations & Motivation …………………………………………....2 
Dimensions……………………………………………………………...2 
 
Setting and Scene Analysis……….………………………………..…3 
 
The Absurdity of Never Let Me…………………………………...…11 
 
Accepting Destiny……………………………...……………………..20 
 
Albert Camus and the “Philosophical Suicide”…………………….27 
 
Conclusion……………………………………………………………..35 
 
The Group Process…………………………………………………...37 
 
Bibliography……………………………………………………………39 
 
Appendices 
 
Abstract………………………………………………………………...40 
Resumé…………………………………….……………………….....40 
Summary of Never Let Me Go (English)……………………………41 
Biography of Kazuo Ishiguro……………………………………...…42 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Introduction 
 
 
Problem Definition & Methodology 
 
In our project, we wish to discuss the existential questions 
raised in the novel Never Let Me Go by British-Japanese author 
Kazuo Ishiguro. We want to investigate the Absurd nature of the 
novel’s universe, and how or if the actions of the main characters 
(Kathy H., Tommy and Ruth) influence their own destiny.  We 
compare and contrast the ways through which the main characters 
gain meaning and purpose in their lives, and how the characters 
come to terms with accepting their future.  Using Bertil Romberg’s 
model of analysis as a basic structure, we will use Jean-Paul 
Sartre’s theory of “Existence Precedes Essence”, as well as both 
his and Albert Camus’ theories on Absurdity.  In addition, we 
address Camus’ philosophy concerning suicide as a means for 
Kathy H. to take control of her life. 
 
Cardinal Question 
 
Are existential questions posed in Never Let Me Go? 
 
Sub-Questions 
 
1) Do the three main characters come to terms with who (or                                  
what) they are? 
2) If so, can they and do they wish to be in control, influence 
or change their fate? 
 
  
Delimitation & Motivation 
 
There are infinite ways of approaching a complex novel like 
Never Let Me Go.  We started by looking at past students’ projects, 
to see what kind of themes could be used.  We gathered that 
Ishiguro’s novels often include big themes of religion, societal 
construction and free will.  It was difficult to single out a subject we 
could all agree on, because everything seemed interesting. 
We decided to focus on the possible existential questions 
raised by Ishiguro, and concentrating on theories about the absurd 
by Camus and Sartre.  This intrigued us because as we were 
reading the novel, we all commented on how strange it was that 
the students were so similar to normal human beings, yet were 
treated so differently.  By focusing on the absurd, we narrowed 
down the enormous existential field to a specific concept that we 
could properly analyze. 
 
Dimensions 
  
 In this report, we intend to incorporate both the Text & Sign 
and Science & Philosophy dimensions.  Through the application of 
Bertil Romberg’s model, we directly use the text by systematically 
working through the novel and analysing possible existential 
concepts.  We investigate these ideas by applying existential 
theories from Camus and Sartre, in order to provide both a textual 
and philosophical discussion on the various questions posed in the 
novel. 
  
Setting and Scene Analysis 
 
 Existentialism is, among many other things, about creating 
one’s existence.  According to Søren Kierkegaard we create our 
existence by making choices based on the freedom we entail. 
Reflecting on ones choices, desiring one self and the substance in 
one’s life are crucial choices to be made when creating one’s 
existence. These are crucial actions to be carried out because if 
one does not do so Kierkegaard claims that one is nothing and 
furthermore unreal. Everybody chooses one way or another – even 
not choosing is also choosing. (En bog om eksistentialisme p.18) 
 
 In the science fiction novel, Never Let Me Go, we are 
introduced to three main characters, Kathy H., Tommy and Ruth, 
who are students of Hailsham, a boarding school in 
England.   Apart from being a main character, Kathy H. is also the 
narrator as well as the observer of the group. She tells us her 
story, from her point of view, based on the memories of her life, 
thereby introducing us to the other characters in the novel. 
The three main characters are fairly intertwined. Kathy H. primarily 
begins a friendship with Ruth later to evolve a profound friendship 
with Tommy. Not much time passes before Ruth begins a romantic 
relationship with Tommy. This triangular relationship then develops 
into a triangular love story. 
 
 The picturesque idea of the Hailsham estate brings with it 
certain symbolic imagery that is hard to ignore. The main building, 
for example, is made of bricks, sitting in a hollow, protected by the 
surrounding hillsides in a calm and green part of England. The only 
  
possible way for “evil” at all to touch Hailsham would be if the 
hollow flooded. Though it is a safe haven from anything that may 
lie beyond the hills, the dark group of trees on the hilltop reminds 
us that in spite of the sense of security within the fencing, which is 
undoubtedly topped off with barbed wire, there is still something 
wrong on the outside, as well as within the perimeter. There is only 
one road leading in and out of Hailsham, which is reminiscent of a 
prison. The vast football fields to the north and south, the 
Orangery, the many rooms in the main building and the dormitories 
all represent the amount of possibilities within the boundaries of 
Hailsham. It is an infinite playground for children with an infinite 
amount of imagination, with no boundaries other than the physical 
ones. After Hailsham the setting changes and the main characters 
spend their teens at the Cottages, and the three of them separate 
when Kathy H. decides to become a carer. Ruth and Tommy begin 
the final stage of their life, their adulthood which passes during the 
completion stages. 
 The students live a life based on an existence as a clone 
with the sole purpose of donating their organs to other humans. 
Intentionally the institution was to put content into the lives of the 
students by stimulating them intellectually thereby raising 
awareness of their similarity to humans. Kathy H., Ruth, Tommy 
and the rest of the Hailsham clones are indeed privileged. The 
donors that Kathy H. meets throughout her career agree with this, 
since they have not experienced such privileges where they were 
raised. 
 Despite the education from this admirable institution the 
characters remain oblivious of reality; they are clones designed to 
donate organs. The promotion, of the significance of creativity is 
  
undermined by the total fate they all face with, the deconstruction 
of their bodies through four donation stages. Based on what 
grounds, should one preach talent, such as creativity, if death is 
just around the corner? Perhaps to ease the painfulness of reality 
until the moment comes? 
 
 In order to reveal the existential ideologies in Never Let Me 
Go, the Romberg model suggests analysing relevant themes and 
symbolic events. We have chosen six relevant events that shed 
light on the existential questions raised by Ishiguro. 
 
 The first event refers to the rumour about the boat stranded 
in the middle of the marsh, completely out of its element with no 
water around it.  Kathy H., Ruth and Tommy are intrigued by this 
piece of the outside world, and so take a trip to see it. The boat 
represents freedom. A boats function is to take you from one 
destination to another. If it is possible to set the boat free then this 
is the one opportunity for Kathy H., Tommy and Ruth to influence 
and change their lives. They can make the choice of escaping and 
leaving behind their entire life, existence and everything they have 
ever known within their donor-discourse. 
 We know they seek something more to life. Ruth stresses 
how important it is for her that Kathy H. and Tommy seek the 
deferral.  An option of deferral would mean an opportunity of 
experiencing freedom within their donor discourse. Ruth is aware 
that by occupying Tommy, fancying a relationship with him, she 
has prevented the two of them from being together.  Ruth seeks 
forgiveness from Kathy H., but the boat is captivated and isolated 
like them. The boat being stranded on a bank can be read as a 
  
symbol of underlining that there simply is no way out. The deferral 
is nothing but a rumour and the boat is locked in. They are 
destined to serve one purpose and one purpose only. They are a 
manufactured product of man with the sole purpose of donating 
organs to man. 
 
 The second event concerns Ruth handing over her private 
collection to Keffers, asking him to dispose it. Ruth says she 
cannot dispose it herself and later regrets her decision. Disposing 
ones memories can be read as a symbolic act. Does Ruth 
recognize the pointlessness in having memories of a life when in 
fact it appeared to be an artificial, predetermined, captivated life 
that was never hers to begin with? An act of such character could 
state that Ruth destroyed all evidence of her ever having existed. 
 
 After hearing that Hailsham has been closed down, Ruth has 
a dream that the grounds have flooded, which is the third event. In 
the dream there is no panic, she is in no danger, and everything is 
nice and tranquil, similar to the atmosphere during the boat trip. A 
building being flooded could represent a symbol of the history, the 
past and all the evidence thereof being washed away. Ruth’s 
reaction of calmness is somewhat difficult to account for unless it 
represents her innermost desire, a desire of death. Does this 
action by Ruth perhaps state clone life as an unworthy and 
inhuman existence? 
 
 In the fourth event Kathy H. has parked along a “long straight 
seafront road”. (Never Let Me Go p.208) She views an “unbroken 
line” (Never Let Me Go p.208) of wet paving stones stretching 
  
before her. This long, straight and unbroken line could be 
interpreted as a description of her life, predetermined essence and 
existence as being unavoidable. That there are no cracks in the 
pavement symbolizes that there are no cracks in their student-
clone discourse. There is only the one linear an identical type of 
donor life in their existence. No surprises hidden in between the 
crucial fact of the harsh reality of life. 
 
 The fifth event is represented in a scene shortly after Kathy 
H. has parked her car, where she sees a man dressed as a clown. 
He is carrying a dozen helium balloons in one hand and a small 
suitcase in the other. Kathy H. describes the balloons as having 
humane features, seeming to appear “like a little tribe bobbing in 
the air above their owner waiting for him.” (Never Let Me Go p.208) 
This vision could be seen as if the balloons represent the students 
and the clown, their creator, Madame. The students bobbing in the 
air resemble children who fear no evil, see no evil and hear no evil. 
Children, or students, who have no suspicion, expectation, desire, 
opinion and awareness of their destiny. The students, like normal 
children, bob along the pavement unaware of the cruel facts of life 
in particular life as a donor clone. 
 In one hand the clown carries a small suitcase and in the 
other balloons. The balloons bob in the air, like the students, go 
through life – anticipating their master’s decision regarding their 
fate, like the students awaits their master’s next decision. Both 
carry suitcases and both share the function as owners, creators or 
puppet masters if you will. The clown and Madame are both in 
complete control. One rules the destiny of balloons the other of 
students. 
  
Kathy H. walks behind the clown for “what seems like ages” (Never 
Let Me Go p.208). She describes felling awkward when following 
the clown though this is inevitable since they are heading in the 
same direction. Kathy H. describes how the two of them walk on 
the “deserted pavement” (Never Let Me Go p.208) on and on, 
while the balloons are “bumping and grinning“(Never Let Me Go 
p.209) down at her. Are the balloons mocking her? We can 
interpret the balloons as representing both Hailsham students as 
well as all the clones. They mock her, due to her acting as a 
puppet of her puppeteer. A role and life she continuously chooses 
to perform being aware of the absurd paradox on which it is 
founded. 
 The clown holds the balloons strings converged in his fist 
and according to Kathy H. he holds them “securely twisted 
together” (Never Let Me Go p.209). She fears that one string 
“would come unravelled and a single balloon would sail off into the 
cloudy sky” (Never Let Me Go p.209). The image of cloudiness 
expresses blurriness and perhaps a blurry state of mind. Kathy H. 
is incapable of describing the world outside her discourse. It is 
impossible for her to build a bridge or form any type of connection 
between the normal human world and her own. The limitations of 
her discourse fail to provide her with tools i.e. the language she 
needs in order to communicate and act upon the feelings she 
cannot describe, perhaps explaining the lack of rebellion? 
This picturesque imagery of an object drifting off into the sky could 
be read as Kathy H. considering the consequences of her or 
another students changing or escaping their destiny as donors. It 
could be a symbol of her breaking free, rebelling against the life 
she knows. It could also be a symbol of her giving in, choosing 
  
death over donor life. 
 Following the clown for ages on the deserted pavement, if 
seems as being a symbol of a lonesome and unsubstantial 
existence, could express Kathy H.’s state of mind as quite 
pessimistic. All the stated expressions above refer to a person 
reflecting on life, feeling tired, bored and awkward, as if it was 
never-ending and perhaps not worth living? If there is nothing more 
to life then can Kathy H. just “bob” her way through life? Later in 
connection with Hailsham closing down Kathy H. says, 
 
…it was like someone coming along with a pair of shears and 
snipping the balloon string just where they entwined above the 
man’s fist… Once that happened there’d be no real sense in 
which those balloons belonged with each other anymore. 
(Never Let Me p.209) 
 
The strings could represent Hailsham. When Hailsham closed the 
students can no longer identify themselves. All evidence of their 
existence is completely erased as if they were never there to begin 
with. 
 
 The sixth event takes place when Tommy and Kathy H. visit 
Madame and Miss. Emily’s house. Kathy H. says the following; 
“We were in a hallway so narrow you felt you’d be able to touch the 
walls on either side just by stretching out your elbows.” (Never Let 
Me Go pp.243-244) Because Madame is the creator of the 
“project” and Miss Emily the former head master of Hailsham their 
house can be seen as representing the students’ discourse. The 
narrow hallway could then underline the limitations of their 
  
discourse, which is to say that is it is impossible for the students to 
communicate with normal human beings because they have their 
own language, are broad up in a unique and localized society. The 
fact that the walls are very close could be read as either 
representing the subtle contrast between the students and normal 
human beings or indicate the minimal distance between the two 
worlds. Although the students have the same mental capabilities to 
human beings they are physically different in that the students are 
sterile and cannot have children. The students are so similar to 
human beings that they are mistaken as such by a lady in an art 
shop. (Never Let Me Go p.161) 
 
 When analysing these events a sense of despair is revealed. 
It is clear that the main characters express dissatisfaction with their 
life. Perhaps if the students had the tools to express themselves 
they would be capable of asking the existential question they so 
clearly feel but cannot articulate. 
 
 Upon finishing the novel, it is clear that Ishiguro raises 
various existential questions. Perhaps the most important of these 
concerns the absurdity of the novels’ society, such as the students’ 
automatic acceptance of their life and their separation from regular 
human life. Do Kathy H., Tommy and Ruth recognize the absurdity 
as well as paradoxical life they lead? In the following section we 
will discuss the role of the absurd in the novel. 
 
 
 
 
  
The Absurdity of Never Let Me Go 
 
A sense of control and a feeling of not just being a 
passenger in your own life is something we all value dearly. Sartre 
believed in taking control of your own life and your own existence, 
but what happens when your mere existence seems pointless and 
defining your own existence is impossible. Life can quickly become 
a heavy burden, when fed with such information, and it can seem 
absurd to keep going. Some might wish they never knew at all. 
According to Camus: “Vi lever for at dø, og der er intet andet 
grundlag for livet”. (Fransk Filosofi p.80) [we live to die and there is 
no other foundation for life] Meaning, that life has no purpose, and 
it is absurd to go looking for one since it does not exist.  
 
Like Sartre, Camus did not believe in God, but instead, he 
believed that man and the world exists, without God who has 
created him with a specific purpose in life. Once the individual has 
realized that life has no meaning, this in itself, can give the 
individual some meaning in his life and he can begin his authentic 
rebellion, against the feeling of pointlessness that might occur 
when realizing that you live and die and there is nothing beyond or 
after. Only then can the individual make some sense of his 
existence before he dies. 
 
“Kunst og ikke andet end kunst, vi har kunsten for ikke at dø 
af sandheden” [Art and nothing else but art, we have art so that we 
do not die from the truth]. (Fransk Filosofi p.81)  Tommy’s 
behaviour in the novel can be seen as a display of him suffering 
from an inferiority complex and his way of coping with his anger is 
  
through aggression.  Despite of Tommy’s distress and sense of 
inferiority about his lack of creativity at Hailsham, Tommy begins to 
do his own kind of art in the cottages. (Never Let Me Go p.185)  
It is a bit ironic that what before was a great source of trouble to 
Tommy, now becomes the most important project of his life. 
“Honest, Kath, it’s nothing like anything I ever did at Hailsham”. 
(Never Let Me Go p.176) One could argue that Tommy starts to 
recognize his ignorance; the artistic creation is a great expression 
of the rebellion of the absurd.  
 
Tommy now realizes that no one can make sense of his life 
for him. And the artwork that in his earlier years would not 
succeed, are an indicator of the despair that will accumulate over 
time and keep Tommy tied to the stress that he is in. The absurdity 
of his life dawns on him; his art, his life will always be hopeless, 
and it will never measure up to the standards of everyone else. 
That is why Tommy creates his own kind of art, nothing that has 
ever been seen before, something that has not been dictated to 
him by someone else, because a real creation of art comes from 
within, just like your sense of purpose in life does. (Never Let Me 
Go p.185) Tommy realizes that you can let life be a perfunctory 
existence done with little care or interest, or you can find joy in 
things such as art, while living. No matter how you go about living 
your life, it is still going to be there no matter how absurd it might 
seem. Life can be one repetitive movement with no meaning until 
you die or you can do like Tommy, who has answered his own 
metaphysical question; Yes, life is worth living no matter how 
absurd it might seem.  Tommy’s ulterior motive with his art was not 
to find the deeper meaning of life, but to get a deferral.  He was 
  
shocked to find out that everything and everyone in his life had a 
hidden agenda: to nurture and care for him, just so they could use 
him for their own purposes. 
 
In regards to finding your own purpose and place in society, 
many people rely on faith when life gets tough and seems to be out 
of your hands, according to Jean-Paul Sartre. Leaving your will in 
God’s hands would be a relief to many.  It would be helpful to be 
able to count on God to decide what is best for you, to let someone 
else worry about your existence and where you are heading. Let 
God ease your mind that is full of ideas, distress and dreams. It 
sounds like a true haven, and it would be a soothing, soft place to 
fall, if such an illusion existed, but according to Sartre, that is all 
God is, an illusion. Life only has whatever meaning we grant it, that 
is why values in life is not something we should take upon 
ourselves as a duty or heavy responsibility, we should create them 
ourselves. (Det sande selv p.12) 
 
 It is particular interesting how Ishiguro never mentions God, 
when he so openly covers a broad range of life and death and 
everything in between, like he is belting out a song, with a blurry 
beginning and a hazy end.  
 Since there is no mention of God, we must assume that 
Tommy does not have that comfort left. One has no meaning in 
life, no fulfilment nor emptiness, we just are. We must create our 
own meaning, although the second we decide to control our own 
destiny, we are responsible for our own actions and its 
consequences. That is a heavy burden and knowledge to carry on 
your own, and that would definitely explain why Tommy feels the 
  
need to rebel against this absurdity of him even existing when he is 
going to die anyway. That is why he feels the need to vent his 
anger in a godforsaken field, stir up mud, and scatter it everywhere 
like debris that resembles his own shattered life. One can certainly 
understand how life suddenly can be perceived as most sinister 
and death as a relief.  
 
 The absurdity in the novel is presented to us on several 
occasions. It can seem quite pointless and most peculiar that all of 
the guardians keep stressing the importance of the students 
excelling in crafts such as art. Why keep emphasizing the 
importance of such a superficial skill when the students will seize 
to exist soon anyway? 
 Sartre believed that your existence proceeds essence. He 
believed that “…mennesket først eksisterer, er til, viser sig i verden 
og at det defineres bagefter” [Man first exists, is, presents itself in 
the world, and defines itself afterwards].  (En bog om 
eksistentialisme p.97) Previous Christian existentialistic 
philosophers believed that God had created us for a purpose, 
much like a carpenter who creates an object with the thought in 
mind that it will become a table. God has, much along those lines, 
created us with a special intent in mind, and for a specific purpose. 
Philosophers such as Kant believed that the essence precedes the 
existence. Sartre is an atheistic philosopher and since God is dead 
you define for yourself, what you will become “mennesket er ikke 
andet, end hvad det gør sig selv til” (En bog om eksistentialisme 
p.97) [Man is nothing else than what he makes of himself] This 
indicates that you can become whoever you want to be, but why 
  
try so hard to become anything when you are being regarded as 
nothing. 
 
Existentialism is also humanism (En bog om eksistentialisme 
p.96) and one could argue just how humane it is to define, prone 
and mould a person and briefly let them experience a life that they 
will really never have. It seems incomprehensible to let the 
students learn skills and have somewhat of a normal upbringing 
when they will just be used for donations later. 
 
At Hailsham the guardians encourage the students to have 
shallow sexual relationships.  This is absurd since the entire idea 
of project Hailsham is to prove that the students aspire to be 
human beings. What is the intention behind not teaching the 
students normal human conduct regarding intimacy? Denying the 
students the opportunity to experience true love and fully 
understand the concept of feelings is contradictory on the 
guardians’ behalf.  Why not encourage profound and meaningful 
relationships that could maybe last throughout the completion and 
ensure an affectionate, understanding partner to share the 
toughest and last part of their lives with? Encouraging superficial 
relationships could prevent the students from experiencing 
hopelessness when suffering from the loss of a loved one. 
Superficial relationships and shallow lives leave no attachments, 
spares you from sadness and grief as well as responsibility.  Both 
Ruth and Kathy H. admit to having sexual drive and desire, as well 
as having numerous partners.  They search for something through 
their relationships, but can never find what they are looking for.  
  
Perhaps they are searching for the emotion connection that comes 
with a sexual relationship in the real world.  
 
The absurdity of the four donations reaches new heights 
when trying to uncover the reasoning behind the concept. Why is it 
that the students donate several times? If they are just products or 
a commodity, does it not make more sense to have them donate 
all their organs at once?  Reading the novel makes you wonder 
who are more human, the students or the people who control 
them. It seems really crude to nurture and care for them all through 
their childhood, teaching them about the world, but not allowing 
them to experience or enjoy life. The fact that they have to donate 
several times just seems absurd. It is not exactly because the 
donations prolong their life; on the contrary it shortens their 
lifespan greatly. They do not really do anything in between their 
donations, it is not an enjoyable time for them, they are in a lot of 
pain and sometimes it takes them months to recover. And as soon 
as they are feeling better they get the call for the next one.  
Because of the resemblance between humans and students, 
it really seems inhuman of the actual humans to treat them this 
way. Why give them such a perfect childhood, just to watch them 
live in agony, maybe for years.  It raises questions such as: Is 
there a specific person waiting for the organs from each and every 
student? Perhaps someone has enormous financial investments in 
his/her donor, and the lifespan of the student is down for the count 
for whenever the buyer needs him/her. Or is it all for the sake of 
charity, helping mankind in general? The students’ organs will be 
divided between several people; meaning do they start with taking 
organs that they cannot live without, and then at the last donation, 
  
complete with the organs they cannot live without? And if so, why 
not take them all at the same time, if the organs are going to 
several different people anyway? The world is full of terminal 
patients who are waiting for new organs. The sooner they get the 
organs the better.   
 In the movie “The Island” (2005) there is one clone per 
person who has paid a great amount of money for the 
arrangement, and the clones up until the point where the buyer 
needs its organ(s). In The Island a lot of the conditions are the 
same. The clones have a very attractive appearance; their external 
features are identical to human beings. Individuals who buy into 
this service think that the clones are being grown directly from their 
own DNA, when in fact they are given a life, an existence and then 
develop an essence. Here they are stored until needed, like the 
commodity they are being regarded as.  
If their true existence ever where to be revealed, it would 
raise an outcry, thus the secrecy. In Never Let Me Go, the truth 
about the existence of the donors, are not so heavily guarded. The 
clones are not kept underground like in the movie, and the 
students even have a slight suspicion that their DNA has been 
extracted from the lower class of society, which indicates that this 
is something that the whole population is aware of, and has 
accepted.  Ruth says: “We are modelled from trash. Junkies, 
prostitutes, winos, tramps. Convicts, maybe, just so long as they 
aren’t psychos.  That’s what we come from. We all know it, so why 
don’t we say it?” (Never Let Me Go p.164) 
People within their right mind, would not find it particular 
appealing to have a mirror image of themselves walking around, so 
they use people that would do just about anything for money. This 
  
suggests that this is done for the sake of mankind in general. 
There is not one specific person waiting for organs, but the organs 
are for whoever needs it the most. 
It is a great mystery why there is put much time, energy and 
effort into the life of the clones when all their future holds is death.  
In “The Island” it is suggested that in order to grow and fully 
develop human organs it is crucial that the brain and body of the 
human-clone is stimulated repeatedly, physically as well as 
neurologically. This became a scientific fact in previous 
experiments in the Island. In a way it is quite similar with human 
beings. If we too, are not being stimulated properly, all cerebral 
activity will be weakened; eventually die and our bodies will perish. 
One can conclude that all the years spend at the boarding school 
is merely the creator’s way of stimulating their organs. As a human 
being, the knowledge of being a commodity can seem cruel and 
make life unbearable. 
 
Camus talks about rebellion as being a desire to create 
something different than what was initially assigned to you, a 
confirmation of an existence bigger than yourself. The rebellion 
should not be seen as an act of selfishness, on the contrary, a kind 
of altruism where a human-being moves beyond ones boundaries 
towards another person. This results in a sense of solidarity which 
can prosper between two individuals such as Kathy H. and 
Tommy. Descartes’ famous phrase Cogito ergo sum, could 
perhaps be changed to fit Camus as “I rebel, therefore we are”. 
(Fransk Filosofi p.81) When rebelling, a person exceeds ones own 
boundaries and thereby opens up to another person. The 
individual is most vulnerable when revealing authentic emotions, 
  
i.e. Tommy’s final outburst after visiting Madame’s house. Mutual 
solidarity and compassion makes it easier (when standing united) 
to deal with absurdity and nihilism.   
 
 Tommy cannot live with knowledge of absurdity. He now 
knows that the world is not either rational or irrational it just “is”. He 
cannot be engaged or disengaged in this life he just chooses to 
“be”.  A man’s happiness relies on his ability to accept the truth of 
the absurd, which will present itself through the rebellion. (Fransk 
Filosofi p.83) 
Tommy’s rebellion stops. He just accepts it when it is time to 
give his fourth donation. It is interesting how such a tremendous 
event in Kathy H. and Tommy’s lives are not being more 
thoroughly described “Tommy and I, we didn’t do any big farewell 
number that day”. (Never Let Me Go p.279) Ishiguro just goes over 
it very quickly. This can be seen as Kathy H. also having problems 
grasping the depth of their situation. That she will never see 
Tommy again, and she too, will soon complete. As the time is 
moving closer she is also eschewing her real emotions and 
choosing to just accept her fate.  
It is obvious that the characters struggle with metaphysical 
questions in the novel, such as liberty of action or freedom to be 
able to decide what is best for themselves, which can seem 
preposterous when taking in consideration that their lifespan is 
remarkably shorter than individuals who are not donors. Living with 
the knowledge of being a donor can be an ominous idea, and living 
a life parallel to normal human beings just to figure out that you will 
die, seems very cruel and absurd.   
 
  
Having recognized the absurd and paradoxical life they lead 
the next step is to investigate how they accept the cruel facts of 
life. Do they play the cards dealt to them and accept their purpose 
without question? Or, do they attempt to change their destiny? In 
the following section we examine how the main characters come to 
terms with their absurd existence.     
 
 
Accepting Destiny 
 
How do you come to terms with being a donor, with being 
“special”? How do you accept that your life is controlled by the 
cycle of donating and completing? 
 In comparison with humans - we can say that we also know 
there is an end. We all know we’re going to die and in fact that’s all 
we know for sure. We don’t know our destiny but we try to make it 
for ourselves as we go. Of course there are also humans who are 
just as trapped as the students in the novel. Women with 
predetermined lives - young girls are bound to get married to men 
they have never seen before and they don’t have a say about it. 
It must be different from one to the other how you accept the 
fact that you don’t get to choose. Whether you make the best out 
of it or if you try to change your destiny. 
 
For the students in the novel there is no way out. Not until 
after Hailsham - when they come to the Cottages do they for the 
first time hear about the deferral, a way out. Not completely, but 
the chance to live a few normal years with the love of your life - 
before start donating.  Except for Tommy starting to work back on 
  
his drawings - none of them really do anything about it until long 
after, when Ruth and Tommy have both started their donations. 
The day when they drive to see the boat is important for all of them 
because this is when Ruth finally apologizes for keeping Kathy H. 
and Tommy apart and tells them that they have to try for a deferral. 
This is her final acceptance of her purpose. It’s too late for her but 
she does not have to stand in the way of them getting what they 
want out of their lives.  
 Ruth never tries to change her potential; her life as a donor is 
how it is and she just tries to make the best out of it because 
donating is what they were created to do. She says “ I was pretty 
much ready when I became a donor. It felt right.  After all, it’s what 
we’re supposed to be doing, isn’t it?” (Never Let Me Go p.223) 
Despite of this, she does dream of a better life and of all the 
characters in the novel - her dreams are the ones that are most 
revealed to us.  The trip to Norfolk to try to find her possible (the 
person she is cloned from) is an example of Ruth constantly 
seeking affirmation of her purpose being appropriate. Seeing her 
possible would give her existence greater value although you can 
see she’s struggling with this whole thing and is acting really 
strangely that day. This would give her existence greater value but 
she is also scared about seeing the life that the real people live, 
because that would possibly make her want that even more and 
she wants to try to resist that. 
 
You can say that she does not come to terms with her 
purpose at some point, she just always has been and lives her life 
by that.  Another example of her wanting so badly to be reassured 
is when the students of Hailsham move to the Cottages.  Where 
  
they meet Chrissie and Rodney who live the ideal donor life, by 
accepting their existence as donors and happily try to make the 
best of the years they have until they have to start donating. The 
way they go about public affection is completely different from 
Hailsham - and discovered by Kathy H. after a little while, mostly 
copied from American TV shows. Ruth wants to become exactly 
like them and immediately forces Tommy to start behaving like the 
other couples. 
She spends her whole existence trying to fit in, as if she has 
decided that if this is the life they have got, and living that life 
without any rebellion is the “right” thing to do - she might as well be 
the best. Better than the others. 
She tries to lie to the girls at Hailsham about being Miss 
Geraldine’s favourite. - Knowing very well that Miss Geraldine was 
everyone’s favourite. She let’s them to believe that Miss Geraldine 
gave her this beautiful shiny pencil case - but it was all a big lie. 
She pretends being better than everyone playing chess - always 
criticizing everyone else’s moves - but when confronted by Kathy 
H. - it turns out she does not even know how to play. 
She pretends that she has read everything that other people are 
reading at the Cottages - this was impressive because: 
 
“In those early months, we’d somehow developed this idea that 
how well you were settling in at the Cottages - how well you 
were coping - was somehow reflected by how many books you’d 
read … It was, as I say, a little game we all indulged in to some 
extent. Even so, it was Ruth who took it further than anyone 
else. She was the one always pretending to have finished 
anything anyone happened to be reading; and she was the only 
one with this notion that the way to demonstrate your superior 
  
reading was to go around telling people the plots of the novels 
they were in the middle of”. (Never Let Me Go pp. 120-121) 
 
In order to investigate and explain about Tommy coming to terms 
with his purpose, it is crucial to look into Kathy H.’s behaviour at 
the same time. Because a huge part of them coming to terms with 
their purpose is trying everything they possibly can to get out of it 
and they take that big step together. 
You cannot avoid wondering if Tommy knew all along about 
their purpose of existence, and therefore had these anger and 
temper problems as a child. That would also explain why he was 
never really creative at Hailsham, as if he knew it did not matter at 
all, although after hearing about the deferral he secretly starts 
working on his drawings again. 
 After meeting Miss Emily and Madame and getting to know 
that there is no deferral, Tommy cannot hide his disappointment. 
There is no gallery - there is no deferral - there is no way out. The 
way out for him is his fourth donation - completing, and even that is 
uncertain, or at least not completely 100% sure. They hear these 
stories about the fourth donation not being the end, but that, 
 
“You’ll find there are more donations, plenty of them, on 
the other side of that line; how there are no more recovery 
centres, no carers, no friends; how there’s nothing to do 
except watch your remaining donations until they switch 
you off.” (Never Let Me Go p.274) 
 
He’s reached the point where he gives up. He throws away 
all his drawings and starts pulling away from Kathy H.  This 
undeniable distance there is between a donor and a carer he 
  
makes bigger and bigger. He continues working on his animal 
drawings a little bit but does not want Kathy H. to be around him 
while doing that, - or share it with her. He starts isolating her, 
hangs out with the other donors a lot more and somehow always 
changes almost any conversation he has with Kathy H. into a story 
about a fellow donor. As if he finds comfort in being with the ones 
who know by heart what he’s going through.  The final resent is 
when he tells Kathy H. he wants to complete with a different carer.  
All hope is gone - there’s pointless trying to be happy or wanting to 
use the very last days he has left, with the love of his life. He is 
scared but wants to get it over with. All is lost - there’s nothing left 
to fight for anymore.  
After Ruth and Tommy both completing Kathy H. is left alone 
and this is when she decides to start her donations. She lives a 
shallow life - watches other people’s choices but does not really 
choose herself. She is in love with Tommy but not until they are 
adults does anything happen between them. It is Ruth who keeps 
them apart, but Kathy H. lets her - gives up without a fight. It is 
frustrating because Kathy H. allows herself to dream about a better 
life but never takes it further than that. For example the essay she 
writes, she chooses to write about Victorian novels - where good 
things happen to good people and bad things happen to bad 
people - you reap what you sow - she tries to live her life by that, 
but is still aware of the fact that it is not taking her anywhere, she 
will never get her happy ending.  
When Ruth tells Kathy H. that Tommy would never be 
interested in her because of the meaningless sex she has had with 
a lot of guys, Kathy H. decides to leave the Cottages and start her 
training for becoming a carer. So it seems that up until that point 
  
she did dream that she and Tommy would get the deferral. This is 
a turning point for Kathy H., she gives up her dream of a better life 
and decides to become the very best carer.  There is no happy 
ending. 
Long later, when she hears about Ruth not doing so good, 
Kathy H. decides to become her carer. They silently agree to 
pretend that they did not part the way they did. Until one day when 
Kathy H. comes to Ruth’s room an hour too early while Ruth is still 
in the shower.   
 
“About five minutes passed, then she came in wrapped in a 
towel. Now to be fair, she wasn’t expecting me for another 
hour, and I suppose we all feel a bit vulnerable after a 
shower with just a towel on. Even so, the look of alarm that 
went across her face took me aback. I have to explain this a 
bit. Of course, I was expecting her to be a little surprised. But 
the thing was, after she’d taken it in and seen it was me, 
there was a clear second, maybe more, when she went on 
looking at me if not with fear, then with a real wariness. It was 
like she’d been waiting and waiting for me to do something to 
her, and she thought the time had now come”. (Never Let Me 
Go pp.210-211) 
 
They both felt the tension between them after this incidence 
and Kathy H. was about to report that it had not worked out and 
that she should stop being Ruth’s carer.  The reason for that all 
changing is what happened the day that they went to see the boat. 
This is the day Ruth insists that Tommy and Kathy H. try to get the 
deferral like they should have done a long time ago. The day she 
admits keeping them apart, where she admits knowing all along 
  
that if somebody should have applied for a deferral - it should have 
been them. 
After Ruth completing, Kathy H. decides that she has to 
know the truth, if there is in fact a possibility of a deferral. She 
becomes Tommy’s carer, almost a year after the day that they 
went to see the boat. Tommy had just finished his third donation 
and the stronger he gets - the more aware they become of the fact 
that they are running out of time. It’s Kathy H. who brings up the 
subject of Madame and plans the trip to her house. They are both 
quite hopeful and needless to say, Kathy H. is empty and 
disappointed after finding out the truth. But again she handles this 
exactly the same way as when her donors complete, which is 
representative of her character.  There is a point where she tells us 
about the difference between carers. Her likes and then the ones 
she never wants to become, the ones that simply are not cut out 
for it. The ones who get too involved and cannot wait for the day 
they get to stop being carers and become donors themselves. 
(Never Let Me Go pp.203-204) She on the other hand naturally 
gets upset when her donors complete, but calms herself with the 
fact that she did the best she could. She says that obviously carers 
are not machines but that she has learned to deal with it.  She acts 
like that after meeting Madame, especially compared to Tommy 
who bursts out, maybe because she actually has done everything 
she can. There is nothing more they can do about it. Going to 
Madame’s house for a deferral was the most she could do and she 
did.  So obviously she is upset, but she is calm until Tommy slowly 
starts pulling away from her. And when he completes Kathy H. is 
filled with the same emptiness as Tommy was. She never got her 
  
happy ending and now that she has lost Tommy there is nothing 
left to live for. Why wait any longer? 
 
At the end of the year Kathy H. decides to become a donor, 
which is the only way she knows how to end her absurd existence. 
Had she the option of escaping the clone discourse any quicker, 
she would.  If this was a human facing the reality of a useless life, 
who had lost everyone she cares for and had absolutely nothing 
and no-one to live for, she would probably take her own life instead 
of waiting to fulfil her purpose. What prevents Kathy H. from 
deciding her own fate? Why can she not make a choice about her 
own life?  
 
 
Albert Camus and the “Philosophical Suicide” 
 
Hope, as Camus puts it, is simply the means of avoiding the 
realization of the absurdity of life.  Life is built on hope, whether it’s 
for a new car, more money or a different tomorrow.  Yet by living 
merely because it is our habit removes so much of the real 
“humanity” within us.  It gives us no joy to know that our lives are 
meaningless, that the world is purely random and absurd, that 
there is no meaning of life in the most basic sense.  Accepting this 
would mean that we have no system of values, no truth and no 
reason to live. 
 
Yet Camus says, “Being deprived of hope is not despairing,” 
(The Myth of Sisyphus p.67).  In abandoning all hope of putting a 
logical order on our absurd universe, there is hope in that we can 
  
live happily in the absurd without the hope of escaping it. (Beyond 
Absurdity pp.5-6)  Once we have accepted that there is no 
purpose, no destiny, we are free to behave the way we want to, 
without the idea of Judgement Day looming over us.  This is not to 
say that people will start killing and stealing because there is no 
higher power telling us it’s wrong.  People will not necessarily do 
evil just because the rules against doing so have been removed.  
Society still has laws, and humanity still has values.  Yet, in 
accepting the absurd humanity will finally know the answers to 
life’s greatest questions, which leaves us free to pursue so many 
others. 
 
For Kathy H., the realization of the absurdity comes when 
she, together with Tommy, discovers that the deferrals they have 
so long hoped for do not exist.  Tommy and Kathy H. are talking 
with Miss Emily, who tells them that they should be happy that they 
were treated so well, and to feel lucky that they grew up in a time 
where people where more charitable towards clones.  To this 
Kathy H. responds, “It might be just some trend that came and 
went, but for us, it’s out life. (Never Let Me Go p.261)  This is 
where she comes the closest to having feelings of rebellion, to 
actually being angry about what is happening.  Yet nothing much 
more is discussed.  The sombre tone of her journey home with 
Tommy, and his resulting tantrum fully demonstrate the extent of 
desperation felt by both characters.  Kathy H. begins to fully 
understand the bleak future ahead of her that was dictated by 
forces so separate from her own, which in turn were a result of the 
totally chaotic and meaningless events of her universe. 
 
  
We can see Kathy H. abandon hope, and accept the 
absurdity of her life, in the final descriptions of her life with Tommy.  
As with anyone who has had a loved one succumb to terrible and 
terminal illness, it would be natural to think that the loved ones of 
the ill would want to spend as much time together as possible.  
While there may be no real hope, they will continue to pretend that 
there is, whether it is through prayer, or by the simple act of 
coming to see their loved one everyday.  This is done not only so 
that a tiny glimmer of hope is kept alive to make themselves feel 
better, but also so that if there is the faintest chance of recovery, 
they will not feel guilty for abandoning their kin. 
However with Kathy H. and Tommy there is a different story.  
Both characters abandon hope in ways that would be devastating 
in the real world.  Tommy is seen to be assimilating himself with 
the other donors more and more, and in turn distancing himself 
from Kathy H..  In one of Kathy H.’s final visits to Tommy in the 
Kingsfield Center, she finds him talking with a group of donors, and 
describes the change of atmosphere between herself and Tommy 
as a result of their trip to Madame and Miss Emily, 
 
I came towards them a little way, then stopped and waited, there 
in the open, under the grey sky.  But Tommy, though he’d seen 
me, went on listening to his friend, and eventually he and all the 
others burst out laughing.  Even then, he carried on listening 
and smiling.  He claimed afterwards he’d signalled to me to 
come over, but if he had, it hadn’t been at all obvious. (Never 
Let Me Go p.272) 
 
Kathy H. observes that this was very different from how they 
used to behave together, and feels quite resented.  Later, when 
  
Tommy tells Kathy H. that he doesn’t want her to be his carer 
anymore, Kathy H. has this response: “In the few seconds after he 
said this, I realized I wasn’t surprised by it at all; that in same funny 
way I’d been waiting for it.” (Never Let Me Go p.275)  She hardly 
bats an eyelid to the idea that the love of her life is telling her to go 
away, and that she will never see him again.  This total lack in 
faith, in love, in hope is appalling at first, but then it can be seen to 
be the first truth that Kathy H. tells.  She is completely and utterly 
hopeless, whereby she is totally open to the realization her whole 
existence is absurd. 
 
By truly realizing that her life, and the lives of all the other 
“students”, is absurd, Kathy H. makes an important distinction.  It is 
not that she has simply let herself go along with the life that was 
constructed for her, but that she begins to understand what this life 
really means, and the idea that there really is no meaning. 
Perhaps one of the most moving examples of her hopelessness is 
the final scene in the novel where Kathy H. is standing a field, 
thinking of what could have been.  While looking into the distance 
she imagines that perhaps Tommy would come from the other side 
of the field.  However she then says, “The fantasy never got 
beyond that – I didn’t let it – and though the tears rolled down my 
face, I wasn’t sobbing or out of control.” (Never Let Me Go p.282)  
While this is another tiny example of Kathy H. displaying real 
emotion, the mere fact that she doesn’t let herself cry about it 
shows that she knows there is no use.  She knows it is a waste of 
her time to see these things that were never real to begin with.  
This is her final acceptance of her fate as a donor.  Yet Camus 
says that this acceptance of the absurd should make one happy, 
  
and we can clearly see that Kathy H. is decidedly unhappy.  So 
what went wrong? 
 
One must ask which is the “right” way to live.  Is the 
acceptance of her fate in effect, just as momentous a decision? Or 
should Kathy H. have made the decision to physically commit 
suicide, and therein make perhaps the one decision that she could 
make that could directly influence her life? 
 
Suicide is not a word thrown about lightly, yet it is often 
unclear what the word really means.  According to Camus, there is 
a strong distinction between the kinds of “suicides”.  Firstly, there is 
the “professional suicide”: when the knowledge that one can end 
his or her own life at any time is that which prevents him or her 
from doing so.  Just knowing that one has the power to do so can 
be a soothing notion. (Beyond Absurdity p.5) 
Secondly, there is the “physical suicide”.  This is the type we 
are most familiar with.  This person simply cannot bear the 
pressures and burdens of everyday life.  Whether it is debt or a lost 
lover, the “physical suicide” is only concerned with ending his or 
her life at the most basic level. This is also the subject who can 
gain the most help from therapy, as their problems can be dealt 
with on a realistic plane. (Beyond Absurdity p.6) 
Finally, there is the “metaphysical” or “philosophical suicide”.  
This is the subject that most concerned Camus, and many other 
existential philosophers.  This is the subject who “questions the 
very meaning of everyday living”. (Beyond Absurdity p.6)  This 
subject cannot be helped by conventional scientific means, 
because no one has the answer to life’s biggest questions (and if 
  
we are living in absurdity, there is no answer).  Herman Hesse 
says this on the subject: 
 
In this aspect, suicides present themselves as those who are 
overtaken by the sense of guilt inherent in individuals, those 
souls that find the aim of life not in the perfecting and moulding 
of the self, but in liberating themselves by going back to the 
mother, back to God, back to the all.  Many of these natures are 
wholly incapable of ever having recourse to real suicide, 
because they have a profound consciousness of the sin of doing 
so. (Steppenwolf pp.54-55) 
 
This is the subject we are most concerned with in this paper, in 
that while the “philosophical suicide” may never physically 
terminate their life, they have done so instead with their minds.  
 
By the end of the novel, Kathy H. is set to make a choice 
about the way she will live her life.  It is clear by her actions that 
she chooses to continue to live as a student, and will follow that 
lifestyle despite all the things she and her friends have 
experienced.  The only other choice she could have made was to 
commit suicide.  In taking her own life, Kathy H. could have finally 
had a say in what happened to her. 
 
As discussed in the previous sections of this paper, there are 
many parallels between the lives the students in the novel, and 
with our own human lives in the real world (the world in which we 
exist at this moment).  It has been argued that the students’ lives 
are hopeless, as they were created for a purpose, which will 
definitely result in death.  It seems futile for the students to wish for 
  
a better life because they cannot achieve anything beyond their 
predetermined fate.  However, if we consider our own human lives, 
we can see how similar the boundaries of life are, even if ours are 
a bit larger than the students’.  We know that we will definitely die 
at some point, but we don’t allow this to keep us from doing 
whatever we want with our lives.  We believe we have free will, so 
even though our final “fate” may be determined for us, we can lead 
our lives how we wish up until that point. 
 
This is the subtle difference between the students committing 
suicide in their world, and committing suicide in the real world.  In 
the universe of Never Let Me Go, committing suicide is seen as 
purely a way for the students to take control of their life in the most 
desperate and definitive form.  There are almost no real choices 
that the students can make for themselves, outside of deciding 
when to become a carer or a donor, both of which are not totally up 
to themselves. This one real choice, the choice to live or die is the 
only free thing the students could ever do.  They will not be sent to 
therapy, to talk about their problems.  They will not be sent to 
institutions for counselling, or be allowed to discuss their issues 
with being created for death.  This is because they are not 
considered human, and so (as proven throughout the novel) do not 
get the same considerations for their mental health.  Their physical 
health is maintained in prime condition, because their bodies are 
the property of the “real people” who exist outside of Hailsham.  
Their bodies exist to fulfil a purpose, and belong to the people who 
created them.  The fact that they have souls and minds is merely 
an unfortunate side effect that should be dealt with as quickly and 
as unemotionally as possible.  Committing suicide, as an act of 
  
resistance not only is a symbolic act for the students, but also if 
done in certain conditions, could prevent their organs from being 
harvested, which would deliver a blow to the society which was 
created them for that purpose. 
 
However in the real world, we have so many options besides 
suicide.  If you’re unhappy, you can go to a therapist or talk to 
friends and family.  There is always a support network that you can 
turn to, to help you be happy.  If you don’t like your job, get a new 
one.  If you don’t like the neighbourhood in which you live, then 
move.  There are so many things we can change and do that 
suicide is seen as a cheap escape.  If someone commits suicide in 
the real world, it is sad because that person felt that live was so 
hopeless, when in fact there were endless choices to make, and so 
that person’s life was cut short unnecessarily.  It is also seen as a 
sin in many religions, something that is lacking in Never Let Me 
Go.  Religion is a huge part of the real world, as it provides a 
constructed and permanent system of beliefs and values to live by, 
yet it is never mentioned in the novel.   
 
Therefore, a student committing suicide in that universe will 
not carry the stigma that committing suicide in the real world holds.  
In fact, committing suicide in Never Let Me Go could be seen as 
the most important decision a student will ever make.  It almost 
has the opposite symbolism that suicide in the real world holds.  In 
the real world, suicide is hopeless.  In Never Let Me Go, suicide 
shows that the student had a mind of his or her own, that he or she 
had feelings and was indeed a real human being.  Suicide is an act 
of free will, which is exactly what Hailsham was created to show: 
  
that the students had souls, and were therefore human.  Those in 
favour of better treatment for the students (Miss Emily, Madame 
and their supporters) should be pleased when a student commits 
suicide, because this means that the student made a choice by his 
or her own will about the most important principles of life and 
happiness.  In effect, by taking away the principle most valuable to 
the conscious being (life), it would prove to the world that the 
students are in fact human. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 Never Let Me Go raises many existential questions to be 
further discussed.  The absurdity of the society in which the 
students live is displayed in every aspect of their lives.  From their 
artistic pursuits (which are pointless) to their sexual relationships 
(which are one-dimensional), we cannot help but to conclude that 
the purpose of the students’ existence is meaningless.  Therefore, 
their whole existence is absurd. 
 Not only are their lives absurd, but their deaths too.  The 
inexplicable four stages of donation end in certain death, which the 
students were aware of their whole lives.  It is strange to think that 
to try and give their lives a meaning, the students should have 
commit suicide as an act of rebellion, demonstrating personal 
choice.  In this absurd society, suicide is hopeful, not desperate 
like in the human world. 
It is clear that the students have developed throughout the 
course of the novel.  They are fully capable of reflecting on their 
lives, as well as the choices they have made.  They are dissatisfied 
  
with the limits of their discourse, but are unable to change anything 
in their lives, given the lack of tools (language to express feelings 
they can’t describe).  Perhaps if the students could communicate 
their desires and discontent, the novel would have ended with the 
students’ rebellion, rather than the unfulfilling ending that Never Let 
Me Go finishes with. 
We are wary of stating Ishiguro’s intentions with this novel, 
because we are not at liberty to express his ideas.  However, due 
to the unsatisfactory ending, there are many questions yet to be 
answered.  We are tempted to believe that this novel is not really 
about scientific advancement in cloning.  Moreover, this could be 
an expression of hope and concern regarding ethics, humanity and 
social behaviour.  The issue of cloning can be seen as a vehicle for 
the discussion on what makes us human, and what makes the 
“others” (the clones) inhuman.  Does physical structure alone 
make one human, or is the capacity for emotion, the ability to 
choose and reflect more significant?  Where does society draw the 
line? 
Never Let Me Go makes the reader appreciate human life.  
Maybe there are people who would prefer to live without making 
choices, to live their lives with no meaning.  Yet this novel shows 
the value of free will, and the human ability to make choices when 
faced with challenges and accept the consequences.  There is 
nothing more important than the ability to decide for oneself, as it is 
those choices that give one purpose.  Our existence is based on 
our actions, and if we can act upon our own will and define our 
own essence, then we are in control of our lives.  We will live a life 
all our own and no one else’s. 
 
  
The Group Process 
 
At the start of the term, 14 individuals signed up for the 
project entitled “Self-protection and self-deception in Kazuo 
Ishiguro’s science fiction novel, Never Let Me Go”.  However, 
because 14 people in one group was double the “legal” limit, we 
formed two groups of six (who chose to work with the original 
project description and eight (our group, who wanted to focus on 
other themes in the novel).  
Once in our smaller group, we started by reading the novel 
(which seemed quite obvious) and then had several meetings 
discussing what topics we would like to cover. Themes concerning 
existentialism came up, as well as discussions of concepts 
concerning cloning (the technology as well as ethics thereof), free 
will, humanity, religion, man’s quest for identity, the pursuit of 
happiness, immortality, finding life’s purpose and discourse 
theories, just to name a few. 
So then came the difficult decision to find one topic we were 
all interested in and could agree to write about.  We found that this 
was impossible, so we came up with the idea to take a dialectic 
approach to focus on the discourse theory and the existential 
themes.  So we split up into further sub-groups (three people on 
discourse, five people on existentialism).  We agreed to split up for 
about two weeks and read up about our respective parts, so that 
we could all come back together for a week-long intensive writing 
period in Gilleleje, where one our group members’ father owned a 
summerhouse. 
However, the divisions in the group proved to not only be 
work-interest related, but also socially and linguistically related.  
  
The few days spent in Gilleleje were stressful and unproductive, 
and everyone left feeling disheartened and unmotivated.  It 
became clear at the Mid-term Evaluation that our sub-groups were 
working in vastly different directions, so we permanently split into 
two separate groups. 
Our group focused on the existential themes in the novel.  
There was so much material to use that we often found it difficult to 
collaborate and focus on anything in particular.  We came up with 
many ideas, yet few of them could actually be analytically written 
about.  The most appealing concepts to us were Jean-Paul 
Sartre’s “Existence Precedes Essence”, and Albert Camus’ 
thoughts on absurdity.  So while we tried to focus on specific, 
aspects, we floundered about for days, unable to get anything 
down on paper, much to the dismay of our supervisor. 
Some time before the project was due, one of our group 
members had to quit the project due to medical reasons.  With this 
departure, we realized that we needed to “get ourselves into gear”, 
so to speak, and set out on a strict schedule of writing and meeting 
everyday until the due date.  We revised and edited together, until 
we were finally proud of the work that had taken us so long to 
complete 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Bibliography 
 
Camus, A. (1955). The Myth of Sisyphus. New York: Vintage 
Books, a division of Random House 
 
Hesse, H. (1972). Steppenwolf. New York: Bantam Books 
 
Ishiguro, K. (2005). Never Let Me Go. London: Faber and Faber 
Limited 
 
Lübcke, Poul. (2003). Fransk Filosofi: Engagement og Struktur. 
Copenhagen: Politikens Forlag A/S 
 
Lütken, G. & Fibiger, J. (1994). En bog om eksistentialisme. 
København: G.E.C. Gads Forlag 
 
Munksgaard, Ulla. (1986). Det sande selv: Tekster til 
eksistentialisme. Hvidovre: Hans Reitzels Forlag 
 
Romberg, B. (1970). Att läse epik. Lund: Studentlitteratur 
 
Sløk, J. (1964). Eksistentialisme. København: Berlingske Forlag 
 
Thielst, P. (2005). At Realisere Sig Selv: Kritik af det 
Omsiggribende Selvbedrag. Fredericksberg: Det Lille Forlag 
 
Trundle Jr., R.C. & Puligandla, R. (1986). Beyond Absurdity: The 
Philosophy of Albert Camus. Maryland: University Press of 
America,® Inc. 
 
Movie: “The Island” (2005) Michael Bay. Dreamworks SKG. 
 
Cover Photo: “Eye” M.C. Escher (1946) accessed from: 
 
Currey, B. (2003). Graphic Works.  
Retrieved: November 22, 2008, from Meridian.net.au. 
Website: http://www.meridian.net.au/Art/Artists/MCEscher/Gallery/ 
 
Biography:  
 
Richards, L. (2000). January Interview: Kazuo Ishiguro.  
Retrieved: November 6, 2008, from January Magazine. 
Website: http://januarymagazine.com/profiles/ishiguro.html 
  
Abstract 
 
 In this report, we discuss the existential questions raised in 
Never Let Me Go, by Kazuo Ishiguro.  In order to cover both 
dimensions of Text & Sign, as well as Science & Philosophy, we 
take an analytical and philosophical approach.  Firstly, we analyze 
symbolic events using the Romberg model to shed light on the 
characters’ existential struggle.  Secondly, we apply relevant 
theories by Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus, to explain how the 
society in the novel is Absurd.  Finally, we address the idea of what 
defines human beings, elaborating on the issues of choice and 
ethics.  Furthermore, we discuss how society draws a line between 
the human and the “other”. 
 
Resumé 
 
I dette projekt vil vi diskutere eksistentialistiske spørgsmål 
som Kazuo Ishiguro rejser i Never Let Me Go. Da vi antager en 
analytisk så vel som filosofisk tilgang til projektet, dækker vi 
dermed dimensionerne Videnskab & Filosofi  og Tekst & Tegn. 
Først analyserer vi symbolske begivenheder ved brug af 
Rombergs analyse model for at klargøre hovedpersonernes strid 
med det eksistentielle.  Dernæst anvender vi relevante teorier af 
Jean-Paul Sartre og Albert Camus’ for at forklare hvordan 
samfundet i romanen er Absurd.  Til slut vil vi adressere idéen om 
hvad der definerer mennesket og gå i dybden med 
problemstillinger vedrørende valg og etik.  Derudover vil vi 
diskutere hvordan samfundet skelner mellem mennesket og “de 
andre”. 
  
Summary of Never Let Me Go 
 
Never Let Me Go is about a fictional boarding school in 
England called Hailsham.  The students at this school are in fact 
clones, created to donate their organs and cure the world of 
illness.  The headmasters of the school, Miss Emily and Madame, 
have set up Hailsham as a social experiment, to see if the clones 
are more like human beings when brought up in a humanitarian 
environment.  The “students” as they are called, are encouraged to 
be creative (and regularly attend art classes), make friends and 
amass personal “collections” of items that are important to them.  
The main characters are Kathy H. (the narrator) and her friends 
Tommy and Ruth.   
After leaving Hailsham, they go to a place called the 
Cottages, which is a sort of middle place for older “students” to go 
before they continue on to the real world, where they first become 
carers (for other donors) and then donors themselves.  Kathy H. is 
becomes a carer, and leaves behind Tommy and Ruth, who have 
since begun a relationship together.  However a few years later, 
when Ruth has “completed” (finished donating her organs, and 
therefore died), Kathy H. and Tommy start a relationship together.   
They eventually track down Miss Emily and Madame to ask 
them to get a deferral.  A deferral is supposed to be a couple of 
years away from being a carer or a donor, and is given to couples 
that can truly prove that they are in love.  However, they find out 
that there is no such thing, the deferrals were just a rumor, and 
they have to go back to their predestined lives.  The novel ends 
with Tommy and Kathy H. separating, Tommy dying, and Kathy H. 
continuing to be a carer. 
  
Biography of Kazuo Ishiguro 
 
Kazuo Ishiguro was born in Nagasaki, Japan in 1954. He 
moved to England with his parents and two sisters in 1960. He 
studied English and philosophy at Kent University and graduated 
with Honors in 1978. He worked for a few years before he started 
writing, including a position as a social worker with the homeless in 
London and Glasgow. As he was born in Japan but moved to 
England at the age of six, he feels most comfortable with 
identifying himself as an international writer. He explains his early 
success (he was awarded the Booker Prize for Remains of The 
Day, his third novel) with good timing and the fact that people were 
craving for internationalism in English literature. Ishiguro says he 
has become less and less interested in realism over the years. He 
is very aware of the “Lost in Translation” concept, and therefore 
doesn’t write literature that looses important context when 
translated. Kazuo Ishiguro now lives in London with his wife and 
daughter. 
 
 
 
